
Basics of Key Signatures

(I hope this helps)



• Do you remember the song “Do A Deer” from 
the Sound of Music? It was a song that 
represented a scale. (Oh no, another word to 
explain.) A scale is a set of notes in a specifically 
formulated pattern (represented by a key 
signature) that create a tonal center. The tonic of 
a scale or the tonal center of a key is always DO
(the first note of the scale). 

• The song taught us the “words” (also known as 
solfege symbols) used to describe a scale. 
– Do – re – mi – fa – sol – la – ti – do
– (pronounced: doe, ray, me, fa, so, la, tea, doe)

• Each scale or key has a key signature. The key 
signature is a picture of flats or sharps that tell 
the musician which notes to modify to make the 
scale or tonal center of the piece work.



• In key signatures the order of flats and sharps do not 
represent the order of notes in the scale. 

• Example: If there are 5 sharps in a key signature, you 
will see the order as: F-sharp, C-sharp, G-sharp, D-
sharp, A-sharp. But the scale would be a “B” scale. You 
would play the scale:

B, C-sharp, D-sharp, E, F-sharp, G-sharp, A-sharp, B.

• Notice that we moved alphabetically from the tonic, 
paying attention to the key which told us which pitches to 
play as sharped notes.

• You do not have to know that 5 sharps in a key signature 
represents the key B major or G-sharp minor. I just 
added it into the workbook, so you could learn it at your 
leisure as a piece of theory.



• Luckily, most music is created using an 
unmodified form of key signatures. Within 
Key signatures, the order of flats or sharps 
never change.

• Key signatures allow us to write music 
without having to put accidentals (sharps, 
flats or natural signs) for every note in a 
piece that occur within the tonal center of 
the key.



For instance:
• I will place a dot on each note in the D Scale.
• Note that in a D scale the following notes are natural: D, 

E, G, A and B and there are 2 sharps, an F-sharp and a 
C-sharp.
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If “D” is the tonal center of a song and the key signature is not written, 
all F’s and C’s would need a sharp sign (accidental)  placed before 
each re-occurrence of the pitch.

With the key signature placed at the beginning of each line (in print 
music and once per page or as the rules state in braille) we do not need 
to put sharps in front of each F or C. We know that all F’s and C’s no 
matter where they occur on the staff they would be played as a sharp. 
That is the gift of a key signature.
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Another Example:
• I will place a star for each note in a B-flat scale.

• Notice that in a B-flat scale the following notes are 
natural: C, D, F, G, A. In B-flat there are 2 flats, B-flat 
and E-flat.
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If “B-flat” is the tonal center of the song and the key signature is not 
written, all B’s and E’s would need a flat sign (accidental)  placed 
before each re-occurrence of the pitch.

With the key signature placed at the beginning of each line (in print 
music and once per page or as the rules state in braille) we do not need 
to put flats in front of each B or E. We know that all B’s and E’s no 
matter where they occur on the staff they would be played as a flat. 
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The order of flats in a key signature are:

Bb – Eb – Ab – Db – Gb – Cb – Fb

Notice: You do not get an A-flat in a key signature without having a B-flat and an E-
flat.



The order of sharps in a key signature are:

F# - C# - G# - D# - A# - E# - B#

Notice: You do not get an A-sharp in the key signature without having an F-sharp, C-
sharp, G-sharp, and a D-sharp. 



Remember:

• Key signatures are built by putting flats or 
sharps in a specific order each time. 

• However, it doesn’t mean that the composer 
can’t give you accidentals in the piece to 
change a note that is in the key.

• The “key” and “key signature” are two peas 
from the same pod. The key signature tell the 
musician what key to play in (what is sharp or 
flat and what note is the tonic or DO). It takes 
theory and practice for a musician to know 
what key is represented by the key signature. 



Don’t worry
• You do not have to understand the entire theory 

of how a scale is created, or why certain notes 
are flat or sharp.

• You do have to know when to put them in braille 
and how to follow the rules. Luckily, the BANA 
Music Braille Code book found on-line at 
www://braille.brl.org/music/
gives the rules and shows example in print and 
braille. 

• Don’t be afraid to call me or another music 
braille transcriber for advice. I have 2 people on 
the that I confer with whenever I am confused.


